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The past century has witnessed an erosion of earlier cultural 
values as well as a blurring of the distinctive characteristics of the 
world’s traditional civilizations, giving rise to philosophic and moral 
relativism, multiculturalism, and dangerous fundamentalist reac- 
tions. As early as the 1920s, the French metaphysician Rene Guenon 
(1886-1951) had diagnosed these tendencies and presented what he 
believed to be the only possible reconciliation of the legitimate, al- 
though apparently conflicting, demands of outward religious forms, 
‘exoterisms’, with their essential core, ‘esoterism’. His works are char- 
acterized by a foundational critique of the modern world coupled 
with a call for intellectual reform; a renewed examination of meta- 
physics, the traditional sciences, and symbolism, with special refer- 
ence to the ultimate unanimity of all spiritual traditions; and finally, 
a call to the work of spiritual realization. Despite their wide influ- 
ence, translation of Guenon’s works into English has so far been 
piecemeal. The Sophia Perennis edition is intended to fill the urgent 
need to present them in a more authoritative and systematic form. A 
complete list of Guenon’s works, given in the order of their original 
publication in French, follows this note. 

Guenon published his fundamental doctrinal work, Man and His 
Becoming according to the Vedanta, in 1925. After asserting that the 
Vedanta represents the purest metaphysics in Hindu doctrine, he 
acknowledges the impossibility of ever expounding it exhaustively 
and states that the specific object of his study will be the nature and 
constitution of the human being. Nonetheless, taking the human 
being as point of departure, he goes on to outline the fundamental 
principles of all traditional metaphysics. He leads the reader gradu- 
ally to the doctrine of the Supreme Identity and its logical corol- 
lary — the possibility that the being in the human state might in 
this very life attain liberation, the unconditioned state where all 
separateness and risk of reversion to manifested existence ceases. 




XII MAN AND HIS BECOMING ACCORDING TO THE VEDANTA 

Although Guenon chose the doctrine of the Advaita school (and in 
particular that of Shankara) as his basis, Man and His Becoming 
should not be considered exclusively an exposition of this school 
and of this master. It is, rather, a synthetic account drawing not only 
upon other orthodox branches of Hinduism, but not infrequently 
also upon the teachings of other traditional forms. Neither is it a 
work of erudition in the sense of the orientalists and historians of 
religion who study doctrines from the ‘outside’, but represents 
knowledge of the traditionally transmitted and effective ‘sacred sci- 
ence’. Guenon treats other aspects of Hinduism in his Introduction 
to the Study of the Hindu Doctrines and Studies in Hinduism. 

Guenon often uses words or expressions set off in ‘scare quotes’. 
To avoid clutter, single quotation marks have been used throughout. 
As for transliterations, Guenon was more concerned with phonetic 
fidelity than academic usage. The system adopted here reflects the 
views of scholars familiar both with the languages and Guenon’s 
writings. Brackets indicate editorial insertions, or, within citations, 
Guenon’s additions. Wherever possible, references have been up- 
dated, and English editions substituted. 

The present translation is based on the original work of Richard 
C. Nicholson. The text was checked for accuracy and further revised 
by James Wetmore, with further reviews by John Ahmed Herlihy 
and John Champoux. A special debt of thanks goes to Cecil Bethell, 
who revised and proofread the text at several stages and provided 
both the general index and the index of Sanskrit terms. 
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PREFACE 



On several occasions we have expressed in previous writings the 
intention of undertaking a series of studies that would aim, accord- 
ing to the needs of the case, either at presenting a direct exposition 
of various aspects of the Eastern metaphysical doctrines, or at mak- 
ing such adaptations of them as might seem most intelligible and 
advantageous, while however always remaining strictly faithful to 
their spirit. The present work constitutes the first of these studies. 
For reasons which have already been explained elsewhere, we have 
taken the Hindu doctrines as our central authority, and more espe- 
cially the teaching of the Vedanta which is the most purely meta- 
physical branch of these doctrines. It should be clearly understood, 
however, that there is nothing in this procedure to prevent us, as 
occasion arises, from pointing out analogies and making compari- 
sons with other theories, regardless of their origin; in particular, we 
shall refer to the teachings of other orthodox branches of the Hindu 
doctrine insofar as they clarify or complete the teachings of the 
Vedanta on various points. To anyone inclined to raise objections to 
the adoption of such a method we would reply that such criticism is 
all the less justifiable in that our intentions are in no wise those of a 
historian; we wish to re-assert emphatically at this point that our 
purpose is not erudition but understanding, and that it is the truth 
of ideas which interests us exclusively. If therefore it has seemed 
desirable in the present instance to supply precise references, we 
have done so for reasons quite unconnected with the special preoc- 
cupations of orientalists; we simply wished to show that we have 
invented nothing and that the ideas expounded derive from a genu- 
ine traditional source; at the same time, for the sake of those who 
are able to profit thereby, we have furnished the means of referring 
to texts containing complementary information, for it goes without 
saying that we make no claim to put forward an absolutely complete 
exposition of the doctrine, even regarding a single point. 
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PREFACE 3 



As for an exposition of the entire doctrine, such a thing would be 
a sheer impossibility; either it would involve an interminable labor, 
or it would require to be put in so synthetic a form as to be quite 
incomprehensible to Western readers. Moreover, in a work of that 
sort, it would be extremely difficult to avoid an appearance of sys- 
tematization which is incompatible with the most essential char- 
acteristics of the metaphysical doctrines; doubtless, this would 
amount to no more than an appearance, but nonetheless it would 
inevitably be productive of extremely serious errors, all the more so 
since Western people, by reason of their mental habits, are only too 
prone to discover ‘systems’ even where none exist. One must forever 
be on one’s guard against affording the slightest pretext for unjusti- 
fiable assimilations of this kind; better abstain altogether from 
expounding a doctrine than contribute toward denaturing it, even 
if merely through clumsiness. Fortunately, however, there is a way 
out of the difficulty; this consists in treating a particular point or 
one more or less definite aspect of the doctrine at a time, leaving 
oneself free to take up other points afterward, in order to make 
them in their turn the subject of other separate studies. Moreover, 
there will never be any danger of these studies becoming what the 
erudite and the specialists call ‘monographs’, because the funda- 
mental principles will never be lost sight of, and the secondary 
points themselves can therefore only appear as direct or indirect 
applications of those principles, from which all else derives; in the 
metaphysical order, that is to say in the realm of the Universal, there 
can be no place at all for ‘specialization’. 

From the foregoing remarks it should be clear why we have 
restricted the scope of the present study to the nature and constitu- 
tion of the human being: to make our comments intelligible we 
shall naturally be obliged to touch upon other subjects which at first 
sight may appear to be beside the point, but it will always be in rela- 
tion to this one subject that we shall introduce them. The principles 
themselves are possessed of a range vastly exceeding the entire field 
of their possible applications; but it is nonetheless legitimate to 
expound them, wherever such a thing is possible, in relation to this 
or that particular application, and this is a procedure which in fact 
offers considerable advantages. Moreover, it is only insofar as any 



question, no matter what, is related to principles that it can be said 
to be treated metaphysically; it is this truth which must never be 
lost sight of, so long as it is intended to treat of genuine metaphysics 
and not of the pseudo-metaphysics of European philosophers. 

If we have embarked first upon the exposition of questions rela- 
tive to the human being, it is not because these questions enjoy any 
exceptional importance in themselves from the purely metaphysical 
point of view: that point of view being essentially detached from 
every contingency, the case of man can never appear to it as a privi- 
leged one. We have begun with the discussion of these questions 
simply because they have already been raised during the course of 
our previous writings and thus a complementary work such as the 
present one now seems called for. The order in which any subse- 
quent studies may appear will depend similarly on circumstances 
and will largely be determined by considerations of expediency; we 
think it advisable to mention this at the outset lest anyone should be 
tempted to see some sort of hierarchical order in our works, either 
as regards the importance of the questions treated or as regards 
their interdependence one upon another: that would be to attribute 
to us an intention which we have never entertained, but we know 
only too well how easily such misunderstandings arise, and that is 
why we take steps to forestall them whenever it lies within our 
power to do so. 

There is a further point which is of too great importance to be 
passed over without comment in these preliminary observations, 
although we thought we had explained ourselves clearly enough on 
other occasions; but we have noticed that some people have failed 
to grasp our meaning and it is therefore advisable to emphasize it 
still further. Genuine knowledge, which alone concerns us, has little 
if anything at all to do with ‘profane’ knowledge; the studies which 
go to make up the latter cannot be looked upon even as an indirect 
path of approach to ‘sacred science’; on the contrary, at times they 
even constitute an obstacle, by reason of the often irremediable 
mental deformation which is the commonest consequence of a cer- 
tain kind of education. For understanding doctrines such as those 
we are expounding here, a study undertaken merely ‘from the out- 
side’ is of no avail; as we have already remarked, it is not a question 



